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PRELIMINARY AND SHORT REPORTS
MECHANICAL SEPARATION OF THE EPIDERMIS FROM THE CORIUM*
E. J. VAN SCOTT, M.D.t
Various methods for separating the epidermis from the corium have been described.
These methods have included the utilization of tryptic digestion (1), hcat (2), ionic changes,
(3), and suction (4). All of these methods have the disadvantage of altering to some degree
the physical and/or chemical integrity of one or both layers and are therefore unsatisfac-
tory for studies of the skin which require an isolated, but otherwise intact, epidermis or
corium.
Fic. 1. Technique of removing the epidermis as a continuous sheet
The following method of separating epidermis and corium of human skin is suggested
because of its simplicity and because it has none of the objections of previous methods.
The separation is rapid, can be peiformed at temperatures near 0°C., and can be done on
either fresh or previously frozen skin.
A 0.5 to 1.5 cm. width of skin is cut to any convenient length and the subcutaneou fat
removed. The skin strip is then manually stretched to its limit (from 11 to 2 times its original
length) and is anchored in this state by means of thumb tacks to a slightly convex wooden
surface. By means of a razor blade or scalpel the epidermis is scraped free of the corium at
one end of the skin strip to a length of several millimeters. Thereafter the free epidermis
can be grasped with a forceps and gently teased off in a continuous sheet, using the sharp
blade to free the epidermis in those places where it may tend to adhere. This adherence is
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Fiu. 2.: Microphotograph of separated epidermis and corium (X 125)
FiG. 3. Microphotograph of separated epidermis and corium (X 440)
minimized by thorough previous stretching. An alternative procedure is to remove the
epidermis along its entire length simply by scraping. When the skin is stretched the epi-
dermis slips off easily by this latter procedure and can be very rapidly removed. Both
procedures effect a clean separation of the entire epidermis from the corium.
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The technic of freeing the epidermis as a continuous sheet is illustrated in Figure 1.
Figure 2 and Figure 3 are photomicrographs of the separated layers.
Several possible explanations for the loss of the dermal-epidermal cohesiveness following
stretching may be considered. The most likely perhaps is that a shearing force is produced
by the flattening of the epidermal pegs and dermal papillae when the skin is stretched.
Another is that the thin basement membrane is so further thinned by stretching that its
adhesive properties are lost. A third is that the basement membrane is less capable of being
stretched than either the epidermis or corium. This would necessarily result in a tearing
loose of either layer from the basement membrane when the skin is maximally stretched.
All of these possible explanations are purely conjectural, however.
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